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Profiles:
Nelson Horatio Darton: His Surveys Laid the Foundation
No serious researcher studying the development of water resources in Nebraska, or
for that matter in the central Great Plains,
can overlook the works of Nelson Horatio
Darton, the first geologist to study and publish about those resources in any detail.
Darton originally published the names and
characteristics of many hydrogeologic units
beneath much of Nebraska, now used by
groups as diverse as scientists, well drillers
and the general public. These works are listed
below. As an indication of the value of these
early efforts, I have used these works for my
research and can testify to their accuracy and
reliability.
N. H. Darton was born in 1865 in Brooklyn, New York, according to accounts of his
life by P. B. King (1948) in his Memorial to
Nelson Horatio Darton for the Geological
Society of America and that of W. H. Monroe
(1948) for the American Association of Petroleum Geologists, as well as those of other
workers. His father was a seaman and later
owned a shipyard. Darton graduated from
grade school when he was 13 and went to
work for his uncle as an apprentice at the
uncle's pharmaceutical factory. For the next
7 years he worked in the business and took
over more and more of the duties. During
this time he also published the results of
chemistry studies, leamed about minerals and
geology by studying his uncle's mineral col-

leclion, and, perhaps most interesting to those
wondering how he ended up studying water,
analyzed water from wells in the New York

area for evidence of contamination. He also
found time to start a card catalog of articles
on the geology of New York.

This latter work caught the cye of G. K.
Gilbert, a geologist with the U.S. Geological
Survey, who wanted a catalog prepared on
ttie geology of the Appalachian Mountains.
Darton was hired for the job and went on to
do research on the geology of the Appalachians and the Atlantic Coastal Plain. While
at work on the Coastal Plain study. he collected data on artesian wells in that area from
Long Island. New York, to Georgia and used
some of that information to help Long Island
find a water supply. After a three-year assignment with the New York Geological Survey, Darton returned to the U. S. Geological
Survey and, in 1895, began his work on the
underground waters of the western United
States.
Darton, on foot or horseback or in a wagon,
sometimes alone, sometimes with one or two
other researchers, prepared preliminary topographic and geologic maps of major parts
of the West in about II years. He recorded
and mapped irrigation development and studied the geologic framework of southeastern
and south-centraJ Nebraska from Lincoln to
Cozad. He published similar but more expanded works for the Nebraska Panhandle
and coined the terms Ogallala, Arikaree,
Gering. Brule and Cluulron formations, and
the White River Group. He drew maps of the
irrigation developments along the North Platte
and Niobrara rivers in the late 1800s (see the
map of irrigation west ofthe 103rd Meridian.
p. 67). He also prepared a general geologic
map of Nebraska.

During that II years, he and a few coworkers also published geologic maps of
South Dakota, New Mexico, Arizona, and
parts of Texas. Colorado, Kansas, Wyoming,
Montana, Minnesota and Iowa. And all of
the research for these maps and the accompanying reports was done using the transportation mentioned above while wearing a
coat and tie! In Nebraska and these other
states, all subsequent knowledge has been
built on the framework developed by Darton,
a true giant in his field.

logical Atlas 85. 6 p., maps. 1902.
6. Preliminary list of deep borings in the
United States, Part II. Nebraska and Wyoming: U.S. Geological Survey WaterSupply Paper 61,67 p., 1902.
7. Description of the Camp Clarke quadrangle, Nebraska: U.S. Geological Survey Geologic Atlas 87.4 p .. maps. 1903.
8. Description of the Scotts Bluff quadrangle, Nebraska: U.S. Geological Survey
Geologic Atlas 88, 5 p., maps, 1903.
9. Preliminary report on the geology and
water resources of Nebraska west of the
one-hundred and third meridian: U.S.
Geological Survey Professional Paper 17,
69 p., 1903.
10. Description of the Edgemont quadrangle, South Dakota and Nebraska (with
W.S.T. Smith): U.S. Geological Survey
Geological Atlas 108. 10 p., maps, 1904.
II. Preliminary report on the geology and
underground water resources of the Central Great Plains: U.S. Geological Survey Professional Paper 32,433 p., 1905.
12. The Great Plains of the central United
States: Scottish Geographical Magazine, v. 32, p. 9-18, 1906.
13. Cement materials in the Republican Valley, Nebraska: U.S. Geological Survey
Bulletin 430, p. 381-387, 1910.
14. The structure of parts of the central Great
Plains: U.S. Geological Survey Bulletin
691, p. 1-26; 1918.
-by R.F. DiffendoJ., Jr., CSD research
geologist
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Works by N .n. Darton on
Nebraska Resources
and Geology
I. Underground waters of a portion of
southeastern Nebraska: U.S . Geological
Survey Water-Supply Paper 12, 56 p.,
1898.
2. On the Tertiary of South Dakota and Nebraska: Science, new series, v. 7, p. 359,
1898.
3. Preliminary report on the geology and
water resources of Nebraska west of the
one-hundred and third meridian: U.S.
Geological Survey, Nineteenth Annual
Report, part 4,p. 719-785, 1899.
4. Relations of Tertiary formations in western Nebraska region: American Geologist, v.23, p. 94, 1899. Also in Science,
new series, v.9, p. 103.
5. Description of the Oelrichs quadrangle,
South Dakota and Nebraska: U. S. Geo-
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